Reflex epilepsy is a rare! but well described'' cause of recurrent seizures in which various sensory stimuli may provoke a convulsion.
Certain variants such as photosensitive epilepsy are well known but 'water immersion' or 'warm water' epilepsy is very rare. We report a case of water induced epilepsy in a 5-year-old Indian boy. Convulsions occurred when his hair was washed. Although rare, this condition has been seen most often in children of Indian extraction and should be considered if bizarre behaviour is related to bathing or hair washing.
Case report
A 5-year-old Indian boy presented with a 3 year history of seizures. These occurred exclusively but not each time his hair was washed using a warm water shower. He would lose consciousness and make gustatory movements with his lips. Thereafter, he would sleep for up to 1 hour. Seizures were never observed in any other situation. He was the product of a full term normal pregnancy and normal delivery and had been in good health, but from birth had always slept deeply after a bath. There was family history of petit mal epilepsy in a female first cousin. Neurological examination and developmental assessment were both entirely normal.
Two electroencephalograms (EEGs) were undertaken, the first being normal despite washing his hair. During a similar provocation on a subsequent occasion he became vacant and unresponsive with some semi-purposeful movements. An EEG recorded 2 min later showed theta and delta activity, vertex sharp waves, sleep spindles and K complexes with some isolated delta waves of high amplitude in the right tempore-frontal region. The parents refused a cranial CT scan. No drug treatment was prescribed and over the next year seizure frequency was dramatically reduced, so that presently most hair washings are unaccompanied by seizures.
Discussion
Various sensory stimuli may provoke convulsions in susceptible individuals including children". This phenomenon is known as reflex epilepsy and is a rare form of seizure disorder. Sensory stimuli which are known to provoke convulsions include photic, tactile and auditory stimuli'. An exceedingly rare form of reflex epilepsy is that in which fits are provoked by contact of water on the skin, which has been described as hot water epilepsy" or water immersion epilepsy".
Our patient was never seen to have convulsive movements following immersion in water, although he had always slept deeply following baths from birth.
A previous review of all forms of water induced epilepsy" reported that it is more frequent in males and is seen throughout childhood. Many of the reviewed cases occurred on the Indian sub-continent. Immersion of the body, head, or an extremity in water from 37.2°C to 55.0°C was necessary to provoke the generalized or partial complex seizure. Mani" recorded several cases caused by the application of very hot water from a jug onto the patients head, a common practice in parts of the Indian sub-continent.
The most commonly observed EEG abnormalities in this form of epilepsy occur in the temporal lobes" and high amplitude delta waves in this patient's EEG arose in the right temporo-frontal region. In view of the localized nature of this EEG disturbance we felt a CT scan was necessary to exclude a pathological focus. This would be important in determining prognosis since, although most patients have a spontaneous resolution in their seizures, between 16 and 38%6 may develop other forms of seizure.
Treatment of water induced epilepsy may consist of altering the techniques of bathing, e.g. by altering the water temperature or showering instead of bathing. Anticonvulsant medication may be used, but should probably be limited to the cases where the above is unsuccessful or where there are other types of seizure. Emotional and psychological factors have been described in reflex epilepsy" and may contribute to the provocation of convulsions or may allow a means of treatment by behaviour modifications. Our patient endeavoured to be more 'active' and talkative during hair washing, and this coincided with diminution in seizure frequency although a causal link would be difficult to prove in view of the spontaneous improvement that usually occurs in this condition.
This case brings out some important points. This patient suffered from seizures for several years despite the convulsions having been described to medically qualified personnel. Although seemingly a rare disorder there is evidence that water induced epilepsy is more common in children of Indian origin. Since there is now a large Indian community in this country both general practitioners and paediatricians alike need to be aware of the disorder as suitable advice and treatment can then be given.
